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OBSERVATIONS OF TWO WHOOPING CRANES 
WINTERING IN BRAZORIA COUNTY, TEXAS 
MICHAEL L. LANGE, Brazoria National Wildlife Refuge Complex, 
Angleton, Texas 77515 
Abstract: Two sub-adult whooping cranes (Grus americana) wintered in the coastal marsh and grain 
fields of Brazoria County, Texas, during the winter of 1985-86. Observations were made on 59 days dur-
ing the 75 day period the cranes were present. During December and January the whooping cranes pri-
marily fed in waste corn fields. During February and March they fed primarily in brakish marshes. The 
whooping cranes flew over a tall electric transmission line a minimum of 80 times during the winter. To 
prevent the two whooping cranes from eating seed corn treated with pesticides it was necessary to haze 
the cranes on 5 separate dates. The whooping cranes began their northward migration on 31 March 1986. 
During the winter of 1984-85, a juvenile male 
whooping crane (Blue-White) wintered with 
sandhill cranes (Crus canadensis) south of EI 
Campo, Texas. Blue-White returned to Wood Buf-
falo National Park and was sighted there June 8, 
1985. During the winter of 1985-86 Blue-White and 
a female sub-adult (Double Blue-White Spiral) that 
hatched in 1984, wintered together in the coastal 
marsh approximately 150 kilometers northeast of 
the Aransas area. There are no other known cases 
of sub-adults from the Wood Buffalo/Aransas 
flock wintering away from the Aransas area (Stehn, 
this Proceedings). 
Refuge staff and volunteers from the Brazoria 
National Wildlife Refuge Complex monitored the 
cranes from their discovery on 16 January 1986 
until their departure on 31 March 1986. From in-
terviews with local residents it was determined 
that the whooping cranes had been in the area 
since ~ 25 December. 
OBSERVATION METHODS 
Observations of the whooping cranes in the 
marsh were made from second story buildings 
along the San Bernard River. Observations in the 
corn fields were made from sufficient distances so 
that the birds would remain undisturbed. Binocu-
lars and spotting scopes were used. Each observer 
recorded notes on movements, behavior, habitat 
use and obvious hazards. 
HABITAT USE 
From 25 December until 31 January, Blue-White 
and Double Blue White Spiral fed with sandhill 
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cranes almost daily in harvested corn fields in area 
D (Fig. 1). During this period they also fed in the 
marsh and evidently roosted most nights in area 
C (Fig. 1). 
The whooping cranes generally arrived in the 
com fields at about 0900 hrs. and would leave any-
time from 1030 hrs. until as late as 1645 hrs. On 
several occasions they roosted at night at the south-
ern end of area C along Redfish Bayou. 
As the waste corn was depleted the whooping 
cranes spent less time in area D, and more time 
feeding in the marsh. On 25 January, they did not 
go to Area D at all. On 26,27, and 28 January they 
made visits to area D, but did not go to the area 
on the 29th. They were last documented to have 
made a trip to area D on 30 January. 
From 16 January until 30 January, even while 
visiting the com fields daily, the whooping cranes 
appeared to be obtaining a substantial portion of 
their food from the marsh. 
From 31 January until 31 March, the whooping 
cranes obtained almost all their food in the marsh. 
Area A (Fig. 1) was, the most favored feeding area. 
They were noted in this area on 37 different days. 
They frequently spent the entire day in this rela-
tively small area, feeding in shallow open ponds. 
They often roosted in these shallow ponds at night 
after 30 January. 
Area C was also used extensively. Here they 
tended to do more walking. This area frequently 
was chosen for roosting at night, especially before 
30 January, when they were making trips to the 
corn fields. The cranes were observed in area C on 
10 different days. 
Starting on 21 February the birds were seen in 
area B (Fig. 1). This area was frequently used from 
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then until 31 March. The birds were observed in 
area B on 12 different days. They also used other 
areas of the marsh outlined in Figure 1. They were 
noted in other areas of the marsh on 11 separate 
days, however they showed a definite preferance 
for areas A, Band C. 
Area A, the most frequently used portion of the 
marsh was dominated by Spartina patens. Other 
plants included Bacopa monnieri, Scirpus californicus, 
and Sesbania drummondii. These plants indicate that 
this area is not highly saline. A few Lycium 
carolinianum plants are scattered through the 
Spartirul patens. The salinity of the water in the 
ponds in area A was recorded on 30 January at 1.2 
ppt. A few crabs and crayfish were found in the 
area on that date. This area is grazed by cattle and 
occasionaly used by snow geese. Tide water was 
not observed reaching this area during January, 
February or March. Area B was not visited by ob-
servers on the ground, but from observation points 
on the west side of the San Bernard River, it could 
be seen that tide water did not reach the flats in 
area B frequently. Area C includes Redfish Bayou. 
Tide water probably reaches most of area C daily. 
Thus, the whooping cranes were obtaining most of 
their food from a fresher portion of the coastal salt 
marsh, area A, but also used areas that were more 
saline and affected by more frequent tidal inunda-
tion. 
BEHAVIOR 
During the 75 day period that the whooping 
cranes were observed, notes on behavior were 
made when possible. 
The cranes spent almost all daylight hours walk-
ing and feeding. They were very close to each other 
almost all the time, usually only a few meters apart. 
Only once on 3 March 1986 were they observed to 
separate. One whooping crane flew to another area 
of the marsh leaving the other crane in area A. The 
remaining bird flew, circling in an apparent at-
tempt to locate the first bird and headed to the 
northeast. At 1445 hrs. on the same date, they were 
again seen together in area A. 
Blue-White appeared taller than Double Blue 
White Spiral, and somewhat more active. Whether 
in fact he is larger or simply stands more erect 
could not be distinguished. Much of the time their 
initiation of flight or other activities was so well 
synchronized it was not possible to tell if or which 
crane was dominant. Sometimes it appeared that 
Blue-White was in the lead and was indeed the 
E 
68 
W o R K S H o P 
dominant of the two birds. 
Area A was obviously the most productive feed-
ing area in the marsh. They were able to feed here 
for many hours at a time without moving to other 
areas. What they were eating could not be ob-
served, but at times they would use their bills to 
probe, moving their heads up and down, appear-
ing to be getting something from below the surface. 
At other times they would walk about continously 
picking up something from the surface. Whatever 
they were getting, food was abundant in area A. 
Rarely were large concentrations of herons, egrets 
or the other wading birds seen in area A with the 
whooping cranes. Foods they were using here may 
not have been readily available to other birds. 
The whooping cranes joined sandhill cranes to 
feed in the waste com fields in area D and later in 
newly sprouting com and other grains in area E. 
When the whooping cranes joined sandhills in the 
grain fields, the whooping cranes remained fairly 
close to each other. They were very tolerant of the 
sandhills and only on one occasion was a whoop-
ing crane noted to peck at a sandhill. Usually 
sandhills came as close as a meter without any 
reaction from the whooping cranes. 
In the marsh, a lone sandhill crane was observed 
'in area A only once. The sand hills did not normally 
feed in the wetter marsh where the whooping 
cranes were feeding and the whooping cranes only 
occasionall y fed wi th sandhills on higher grass-
lands surrounding the wetlands. The whooping 
cranes always roosted separately from sandhills in 
area A or C. 
HAZARDS 
Powerlines 
A high power line crosses the area and is prob-
ably the greatest single threat to whooping cranes 
using the area. This line, owned by Houston Power 
and Light, is a 345 KV power transmission line 
with three levels of cables and two thinner static 
lines at the top. 
The whooping cranes passed over this line a 
minimum of 80 times during the winter. The 
power line is between the marsh where the birds 
roosted and the cornfields where they frequently 
fed. 
During foggy mornings the whooping cranes 
waited until the fog had partially lifted before fly-
ing. Disturbance by hunting, airboats or 
marshbuggies during these periods of fog could 
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have increased the risk of collision with the power 
line. 
Pesticides and Treated Seeds 
The fann managers used herbicides, insecticides 
and nematicides as well as grain seed treated with 
pesticides in area E (Fig. 1). The whooping cranes 
were scared away from contaminated fields by 
refuge staff and volunteers. Undoubtedly they did 
eat some seed and were exposed to other pesti-
cides, but no ill effects were noted. The whooping 
cranes were scared away from problem area on 7, 
9, 28, 29, and 30 March. Evidently they were pre-
vented from ingesting amounts of the treated seed 
or other pesticides. 
The following is a list of chemicals used on the 
corn fields where the problem was identified: 
CAPT AN fungicide, 
Methoxychlor, 
Malathion, 
Carbaryl (I-naphthyl N-methy1carbamate); 
Terbufos (S-[[l,l-dimethylethyD thio] methyl] 
0,0 - diethyl phosphorodithiate). 
Shooting 
By contacting landowners and hunters known 
to use the area the danger of shooting was reduced. 
The presence of the whooping cranes was un-
known to any state or federal wildlife officials until 
16 January. Duck season had closed on 12 January 
1986. Dark goose hunting closed on 19 January. 
Snow goose hunting closed on 26 January. Those 
leasing parts of the marsh for hunting reportedly 
did not hunt for snow geese after 12 January. 
No hunting was allowed on the Clemens Prison 
Fann, area E, during the 1985-86 season and no 
hunting for geese occurred in the waste com fields 
during the last 10 days of the season. The chance 
of an accidental shooting was judged to be remote 
during this period. 
Those people who knew the birds were present 
knew also that they were being closely watched. 
With refuge personnel monitoring the birds, inten-
tional shooting was judged unlikely. To what ex-
E 
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tent shooting was a risk before 16 January, when 
the birds were discovered, is unknown. There are 
many pennanent hunting blinds in the marsh area 
outlined in Figure 1. The total number is unknown, 
but there are six permanent blinds located in area 
B alone. Besides hunting leases, some of the area 
is hunted by the general public with access through 
McNeal Bayou and Redfish Bayou. Some hunting 
without the land owner's permission probably oc-
curs also. 
Lead shot 
Non-toxic shot has been required for waterfowl 
hunting in the area since the 1984-85 season. The 
amount of residual lead shot available to the 
whooping cranes in the marsh is unknown. The 
degree of compliance to the steel shot requirement 
is increasing each year. However, many hunters 
have continued to use lead shot. 
Diseases 
With large numbers of snow geese wintering in 
the marshes, avain cholera could be a possible 
threat to wintering whooping cranes in this area. 
Aflatoxins have caused mortality among birds in 
Texas. Avian tuberculosis could also be a problem. 
DISCUSSION 
Whooping cranes from the Wood Buffalo/ 
Aransas flock that winter in other areas should be 
monitored closely. There are many hazards they 
could encounter which could be reduced if those 
hazards are identified quickly. In this instance, 
these two whooping cranes may have survived the 
winter of 1985-86 because of direct intervention by 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife personnel. 
Juvenile and sub-adult whooping cranes that 
winter away from the Aransas area may begin new 
traditions and may exploit new food sources. As 
the population increases, individual whooping 
cranes wintering in other areas may form the 
nucleus for a new wintering flock and should be 
monitored closely. 
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Figure 1. Whooping crane use area, Brazoria County, Texas. 
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